Viewpoint: reflections on a well-traveled path: self-awareness, mindful practice, and relationship-centered care as foundations for medical education.
Medical students enter medical school hoping to have good relationships with their patients. Along with residents, however, they are exposed to a hidden curriculum that places the acquisition of biomedical knowledge above and at times at odds with development of the awareness and relationship skills important to the patient-physician relationship. Seasoned clinicians often enjoy the capacity for rich, healing relationships that are marked by reciprocal influence between them and their patients. The author argues that it is not necessary to relegate this recapturing of the human side of medicine to a midcareer epiphany, and the author calls for educational measures to encourage development of the communication and relationship-building skills throughout the medical education process. This will require a paradigm shift to a culture where teachers and learners are willing to consciously attend to their relationships and to work on self-awareness and mindfulness while they also master the biomedical knowledge required of the profession. Medical educators can facilitate and support continuous development of these skills throughout medical school and residency. Within the curriculum, there are many opportunities to teach how to reflect and to guide those reflections in ways that enhance our students' and residents' understanding of themselves as individuals and in the relationships they form with their patients. Using examples from narratives gathered in workshops and on work rounds with students and residents at the University of Washington School of Medicine, the author explores the concepts of relationship-centered care, self-awareness, and mindfulness as proposed cornerstones of a new foundation for medical education.